1J. Huxham hailed our art from the threshold, who has yet never heard the great name of HUXHAM?"93
On turning to John Huxham's practice we find a very different picture. It has been said of Huxham that if we knew nothing of his published works "'he might have seemed little more than a quack",4 and the attitude of those at Plymouth who knew him not from his writings but in person was indeed far from respectful. Huxham was the subject of one of a series of biographical memoirs written by the nonconformist minister John Fox (1693-1763), who had known Huxham (also a nonconformist in religion) since their schooldays.5 In Fox's view, Huxham built up his practice by charlatanry. Having married money, he began to look bigger, and to affect much more gravity than usual. And here was the beginning of that stiff and affected behaviour for which he hath been so very remarkable. He pretended to believe, that his awkward strut and an unnatural gravity would gain him respect, though he freely owned to me once, when I was speaking to him about it, that he laughed at himself for doing it: 'je moque de moi-meme' was his expression. But dissimulation and hypocrisy were so natural to him, that he could wear any disguise, or make any outward profession, without seeming the least uneasy, or out of countenance, provided it contributed to his interest.
According to Fox, Huxham would assume importance by arranging to be called conspicuously out of church in order to attend fictitious patients. "For he was a man that seemed to be actuated in most parts of life by craft and treachery: he would do almost anything for his interest, and seemed to have very little regard for truth in anything that he said." Fox concludes that, while nothing could be said against Huxham's "'morals", yet "he had neither honesty nor virtue to make him esteemed or respected".
This judgment seems too bad to be true, and it may have been motivated by Huxham's alleged desertion of Fox's church for the Established one, a move which sketches of some of his contemporaries by Mr. Johhi Fox'. The authenticity of this memoir was doubted by McConaghey (op. cit., note 2 above), who implied an ascription to James Northcote R.A., presumably on the ground that an account of Huxham which was virtually identical with that printed under Fox's name in 1821 was stated in 1832 to be derived from a memoir "given by the late Jas. would have profited his practice.6 However, Huxham's ill reputation with his contemporaries is also attested by an independent, oral tradition, which survived him by more than fifty years: for in 1832 the Plymouth antiquary Henry Woollcombe commented on Fox's memoir:
There are a great many anecdotes preserved of Huxham, all tending to corroborate the account here given of him [by Fox], for though he was unquestionably a man of talent, yet he was an instance of that strange admixture of character we constantly perceive in human nature. I abstain from mentioning them, because I hope some of them are overcharged; and I do not love to dwell on the imperfections of men, where there is real ability, as there was in this one.7
The present reason for dwelling on Huxham's mysterious notoriety is to explain the existence of the arresting, but otherwise incomprehensible, picture reproduced in Fig.  1 . It is a painted portrait of a young woman (Fig. 4) , defaced by a painting of a mezzotint engraving of a man. The painter has deliberately suppressed the identity of the man by depicting the bottom of the paper as rolled up over the sitter's name: we see only the qualification "M.D." and the name of the mezzotint engraver, "Fisher" (the Irish mezzotinter Edward Fisher, 1722-1785). The painting is first recorded in the possession of the family Mudge at Plymouth, and the traditional story of its origin is recorded on a nineteenth-century label on the back of the picture, as follows:
A picture with scroll over face by Hudson, Sir Joshua Reynolds Master. The original portrait was one of Miss Irons, a well-known beauty. When the picture came home she did not think it did her justice & returned it to Hudson to have it improved. He painted over her face the scroll having the portrait of (?) Thomas Mudge saying he would put some sense into her head somehow & that Thomas Mudge was the cleverest man he knew."
The plot seems plausible, in that such a disturbing defacement of the completed female portrait (Fig. 4 ) must have been caused by some offence which the sitter gave to the painter after he had finished the original portrait. However, of the three names recorded on the label, at least two are incorrect.
To take the painter first: Thomas Hudson (1701-1779), the master of both Reynolds and Wright of Derby, was a Devonian who portrayed many West Country sitters in the years 1730-1746. In 1741 he attended the meetings of the Governors of the Devon and Exeter Hospital at Exeter:9 governorship would presumably have entitled him and his household to receive medical treatment there, so it may be regarded as evidence of an intention to live in Devon. But in 1742 the portrait market in London changed in his favour, and he moved to the capital.'0 Thereafter we have 6 William Munk, 'Biographia medica devoniensis. Part II', The western antiquary, 1886-7, 6: 258-262. Although Munk acknowledges the help of an acquaintance of a friend of Huxham, all his information is derived from earlier writings, and in this case inferred from the fact, recorded by Blewitt (see previous note), that Huxham's body was buried in St. Andrew's, Plymouth.
Blewitt, op. cit., note 5 above, p. 265. 'The picture is fully described in the exhibition catalogue Thomas Hudson 1701-1779: portrait painter and collector by Jacob Simon, with an introduction by Ellen G. Miles, London, Greater London Council (The Iveagh Bequest, Kenwood), 1979, no. 66. Unfortunately the right half of the label was lost when the picture was cleaned in 1979, after Mr. Simon had transcribed it. In the last line, the Kenwood catalogue errs in printing "wisest" for "cleverest", one of the words still present in part. 9 Ibid., fourth page of introduction and n. 14. 10 Ibid. Moreover, most professional portraitists were obliged to protect their careers by treating their sitters with a certain respect: one cannot conceive of Hudson, Reynolds, or any other successful artist of the time treating a customer with such spectacular contempt. Hogarth might be regarded as an exception, but he is ruled out as the painter of this picture by incompatibilities of time and place. The actual painter's name must therefore be provisionally regarded as lost. We would expect him to be a professional portraitist; probably trained in London; working in Plymouth (the home town of the Mudges) in the 1750s or '60s; and a man not likely to be worried by the prospect of insulting a client.
Equally implausible is the traditional identification of the sitter of the mezzotint portrait which conceals the woman's face. This sitter's name is followed by the letters "M.D.". Thomas Mudge (1717-1794), whose name is mentioned on the label, became celebrated as a maker of marine chronometers at Plymouth, but was never a doctor of medicine. His brother John Mudge (1720-1793) was indeed a doctor of medicine and a Fellow of the Royal Society, but among other discrepancies, he was blind and looked quite different when he was the same age as the sitter. The identification of the sitter as one of the Mudges must be due to a distortion of the tradition while the picture was in the hands of their descendants.
Despite the inaccuracy of the tradition, however, it is still possible to identify the sitter, and perhaps also the painter. For the mezzotint painted over the face of "Miss Irons" is undoubtedly intended to represent a mezzotint portrait of John Huxham, which was made by Edward Fisher (Fig. 2) . The mezzotint is not explicitly dated, but it cannot have been printed before 1755, for the legend mentions Huxham's fellowship of the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh, which was awarded in that year." The "Miss Irons" portrait (as we now have it) cannot have been produced before 1755 either, for it was, of course, painted after the engraving of the mezzotint. Probably both the Huxham print and the "Miss Irons" picture were made not before 1758, the year of Fisher's earliest dated mezzotint. From the legend (Fig. 2) we know also that the mezzotint was engraved from a picture painted by an extremely obscure artist named Thomas Rennell; and this original portrait of John Huxham by Thomas Rennell can be seen today in the collection of the Royal Society of London, to which Huxham's son presented it in 1770, two years after the sitter's death (Fig. 3) .
The suspicion naturally arises that Rennell may be the painter of the "'Miss Irons" picture also. There is indeed a stylistic resemblance between the portrait of Huxham (Fig. 3) and the portrait of "Miss Irons" (Fig. 1) : it is seen principally in the handling of the draperies. But that carries little weight, especially since the two portraits might [Devon) , near Chudleigh, in the year 1718. After remaining some time at the grammar school of Exeter, he was put apprentice to Hudson, the painter, in London. How long he remained in that situation, I am not told, but at his return into Devonshire settled at Exeter with a wife and family. In process of time, he removed to Plymouth, where he resided many years, and drew several pictures, which were much admired in that neighbourhood and gained the painter the patronage of the Duke and Duchess of Kingston, who endeavoured to draw him from his obscurity, by a promise of their house and interest in London. But this splendid offer was lost in an indolent mind; and from Plymouth Rennell went to settle at Dartmouth, where he lived in great poverty several years. He has been known to lie in his bed for a week together, with no other subsistence than a cake and water. His art had only its turn with other amusements; and if a picture was completed in twelve months, it might be considered as very expeditious. No sooner was he in possession of a few pounds than any stray object that presented itself was instantly bought, though, by so doing, the necessaries of food and clothing were to be sacrificed. About two years before his death, he experienced a comfortable asylum in the bounty of J. Seale, Esq. of Dartmouth; and the manner of his end evinced his serenity, if not stoicism. Being asked whether his pains were not intense, he replied -"No, that they were such feelings as he could not describe, having never felt anything of the kind before:" then wishing his friend a good night, turned his head aside and expired, October 19th, 1788.
The knowledge of Mr. Rennell was universal; for there was hardly a science that did not come within the sphere of his comprehension. As a painter, he is said to have possessed merit, particularly in the draperies of his portraits. In the neighbourhood of Dartmouth are to be seen a few of his landscapes, but those very bad. He was very fond of chemistry, to which he devoted a considerable portion of his time.
Most of his colours, which he prepared himself, went through that operation: and he is said to have discovered the art of fixing those which are the most fading. Of music he was passionately fond, and though not an excellent performer on any instrument, he composed some pieces which display genius. He also invented and constructed an instrument, containing sixty strings struck with a bow, moved by the foot, and modulated by keys. Some of his poetical pieces have been printed," but most of his papers were destroyed. Only one print has been taken from his works; to wit, a mezzotint scraped by Fisher: it is from a portrait of the eminent Dr. John Huxham, M.D., of Plymouth, and the only portrait ever done of that physician.
We can add only three minor points to this account. (Fig. 1) .
But, when the picture belonged to the Mudges, was it only the names that were changed? Names have connotations which colour their context, and in this case it may be that the Mudge provenance has caused a drift in the entire narrative. According to the Mudge tradition, the painter decided to "put some sense into her head somehow", and therefore the man whose face he substituted (who was then wrongly identified with a Mudge) was "the cleverest man he knew". But if we look at the picture itself, and forget the unreliable tradition, the introduction of the mezzotint with the sitter's name suppressed seems anything but complimentary to him. To "Miss Irons" also, if the reason for her objection is correctly reported, this anonymous, wall-eyed figure cannot have seemed a very appealing personification of wisdom. The defacement looks more like an insult than a lesson, and it is indeed one of the traditional practices of painters to insult their bad customers in public by defacing their rejected commissions in ingeniously appropriate ways.20 The picture therefore suggests a different interpretation: that the painter's intention was not to improve "Miss Irons" with the features of a paragon of virtue, but to brand her with the image of a notorious blackguard. This hypothesis, unlike the Mudge tradition, has the advantage of drawing together four independent strands in the argument: the secure identification of the mezzotint-sitter as Huxham; Huxham's reputation at Plymouth; the unconventional character of the proposed painter, Thomas Rennell; and what the finished picture suggests about the motive for the defacement.
The specific reason for the insertion of Huxham's portrait would depend on the reason for "Miss Irons" 's objection. If she really did object, as the label says, that the portrait did not "do her justice", Huxham's portrait would have been inserted, according to the logic of the situation, for its ugliness. But if the painter was more annoyed at the cancellation of a completed commission, then we are reminded of Fox's allegation that Huxham "was actuated in most parts of life by craft and treachery". As long as nothing more is known of "Miss Irons" than a name on a label
